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Abstract 
 
This paper answers to recent calls for research on a significant but under-studied aspect of 
design, the role of colours (Aslam, 2006; Garber & Hyatt 2003). The focus is on a 
phenomenon named Colour Culture (Kommonen 2008) referring to shared meanings 
invested in colours by people of the same culture. Reportedly, colours are invested different 
meanings in China than in Western countries (Madden, Hewett, Roth 2000; Kress & van 
Leeuwen 2002; Ou Li-Chen et al. 2004). However, previous research offers few explanations 
to the dynamic nature of these meanings. The present study describes and analyses Chinese 
colour culture as it emerges in business contexts. Interestingly, colours in China appear to 
manifest shared cultural values and personal emotions. Findings from qualitative empirical 
study reveal how contemporary changes in political, economic and socio-cultural values 
become visible as Chinese colour culture evolves, and how this transformation gives 
opportunities for the ‘post-80’s generation’ to express their emotions with colours. 
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Introduction  
 
The meanings of colours appear to be highly emotional and to vary according to several 
factors, such as nationality, ethnicity, gender and age (Lee, T-R, 1998). Colours are invested 
different meanings in China than in Western countries (Madden, Hewett, Roth 2000; Kress & 
van Leeuwen 2002; Ou Li-Chen et al. 2004) in addition to Chinese colour culture appearing 
particularly values-based (Kommonen 2008). Further, cultural values in China have been 
suggested to be based on human feelings as opposed to an internal ethic in the West (Kenna 
and Lacy 1994). 
 
As proposed by Kopacz (2004) and appropriated by Lee & Lee (2006), human colour 
response may be described as falling into three categories: unconscious, semiconscious and 
conscious. Unconscious responses are considered most basic, innate reactions to colour; 
many of them being primarily biological. Semiconscious responses are learned rather than 
instinctive. They are often cultural, ingrained in daily patterns of behaviour and grounded in 
social norms. Conscious responses are the preferences and associations made by each 
individual based on personal experience and are subject to the influence of fashion trends 
and current politics. (Kopacz 2004).   
 
However, many previous colour studies have not taken these different aspects and levels into 
consideration in cross-cultural colour research. This may have been due to a quantitative 
research methodology restricted by a pre-supposed, Universalist approach. The present study 
takes on an alternative point-of-view addressing the phenomenon of colour choice with a 
cultural approach, using Chinese colour culture as a case example.  
 
Research Design and Data: Cross-cultural Approach 
 
The theoretical framework of this exploratory study is grounded in a multidisciplinary, value-
based notion of culture. This construct of culture focuses on the importance of shared 
experience in the production of shared meanings for colours, a phenomenon which has been 
coined as colour culture (Kommonen 2008). This paper reports on an empirical study 
conducted among Chinese colour professionals in Shanghai in October 2007. The nature of 
DRAFT not to be distributed 3 
this research is resolutely comparative, as it focuses on the differences between ‘Chinese’ 
and ‘Western’ colour cultures. This paper is grounded at the intersection of two, 
simultaneously occurring but sometimes contradicting paradigms in cross-cultural studies, 
namely that of global homogenization, suggesting that cultural differences erode in the midst 
of globalization (e.g. Howes 1996); and that of post post-colonialism, where Asian and other 
non-Western countries are seen to actively and powerfully participate in global economy, 
culture and politics (e.g. Ong, 1999). In this study, the concepts ‘Chinese’ and ‘Western’; 
‘East’ and ‘West’ are used analogous with how participants in the empirical study expressed 
themselves; perhaps not applying the definitions corresponding to academia, but instead,  in 
line with those alive and well in the realm of popular culture (Hendricksson 1996). On 
deeper analysis, the concepts can be seen as cultural appropriations of ‘otherness’, to 
separate ‘us’ from ‘them’, ‘self’ from the ‘other’ (Bhabha 1994; Hendrickson 1996), while, 
conversely, cultural boundaries transform into fluid, situational interfaces (Buell 1994).  
 
The purpose of this paper is to elaborate on the characteristics of Chinese colour culture in 
business-related contexts, focusing on how the Chinese take into account societal values and 
personal emotions in their colour choices. A purposive revelatory sample (Teddlie & Yu, 
2007) of Chinese colour professionals participated in a group discussion to share their 
business experiences regarding colours in Chinese culture. Consequently, the participant 
sample did not endeavour to be representative of any demographic profile, but instead, the 
aim was to include a broad array of colour professionals of different ages and from different 
parts of China. The assumption was that the colour professionals could provide not only their 
personal subjective views on Chinese colour culture, but also a wider view on the topic due 
to their first-hand business experience on colour-related contexts. The participant sample 
comprised thirteen colour professionals who worked in design (graphic design, interior 
design, colour consulting), marketing (paint or colorant equipment businesses), and research; 
represented different ages (23-62), both genders (seven male, six female) and several 
provinces in China. Participant details are presented in Appendix 1. The purpose of this 
paper is not to propose a generalizable resolution on Chinese colour meanings, but instead, to 
explore some of the many potential meanings invested in colours in China today for more 
detailed and quantifiable future research. 
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The participants narrated their personal colour experiences in two sessions during the course 
of the day. Topics that arouse from the narratives were further elaborated at the end of the 
day, as each participant created a graphic representation of his/her views on Chinese colour 
culture using paper, coloured pencils, colour charts, scissors and glue, and explained their 
views using either Chinese or English as their language of choice (see Figure 1). All of the 
discussions were videoed and the graphic representations recorded as originals as well as 
photographs. Some participants also provided other visual data, such as photos, presentation 
slides or references to certain web-sites, to complement their stories. The discussions were 
transcribed from video both in Chinese and in English and translated to the other language. 
 
 
Figure 1: Some group discussion participants presenting their colour charts. 
 
The transcript and visual data were analysed using cultural visual analysis (based on 
Emmison and Smith, 2000; and Rose 2003) and narrative analysis (Elliott 2006, Riessman 
1993). With cultural visual analysis of colours the authors of this paper refer to analysing 
visual representations of colours, colour vocabulary and colour narratives from the point-of-
view of the cultural context in which these colours are used, discussed and narrated, in this 
case Chinese culture; rather than imposing ‘universal‘ or ‘Western’ concepts onto the data. 
Specifically, cultural visual analysis of Chinese culture calls for appreciation of Chinese 
cultural concepts, such as the concepts of ‘face’, the ‘yin yang’ and the ‘Wu Xing’ or five 
elements. Further, narrative inquiry refers in this study to having interviewees tell stories 
about their particular experiences, and creating joint narratives on the discussed topics within 
a group setting. According to Kommonen (2008), colour culture evolves with shared 
experiences. Consequently, narrative inquiry was deemed a suitable method for this study 
particularly since, as Riessman (1993) points out, it opens up the forms of telling about 
experience, not simply the content to which language refers. A naturalistic or topic centred 
approach (Elliott 2006, Riessman 1993) to the narrative was applied in this paper, putting the 
main focus on the content of the narratives rather than on what kind of representation of 
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themselves the participants were putting forth. The findings are presented in three sections: 
1) transformation of Chinese values, 2) internal impressions and external expressions of 
colours, and 3) the recent generational divide emerging in China. 
 
Findings 1: Chinese Values in Colourful Transformation  
 
Confucianism is deeply ingrained in the way of life and the social order even in modern 
Chinese society (Ng, 2000). Recently, with changing social expectations, rising living 
standards, and increasing Western influences (Hung and Li, 2006), the traditional way of 
thinking has been complemented by applying a variety of interpretive strategies and self-
referencing to merge the traditional and the global cultures (Hung, Li and Belk, 2007) 
especially in urban China. Findings from the present empirical study suggest that, to 
understand Chinese values, we need to simultaneously take on two different points-of-view: 
1) an individual level and 2) a group level. These two aspects are discussed next. 
 
Values on Individual and Group Level 
 
The participants of the group discussion emphasized the prevailing influence of 
Confucianism on Chinese society, stressing the importance of self-cultivation and harmony 
as well as maintaining hierarchical relations. In order to maintain social stability, Confucius 
advocated that social hierarchical orders be observed and respected (Ng, 2000). Thus, the 
external expression of Confucianism was that of conformity and acceptance of social roles, 
norms, and orders. Consequently, the internal impression of Confucianism was that of 
cultivation of conscience, morals, and character for the sake of stability and hierarchy. Thus 
the group level surpassed the individual level in all aspects of society. 
 
Recently, however, the values and lifestyles of the Chinese people are greatly influenced by 
globalization and the information age (Wanxue, Hanwei 2004). From a single person’s point-
of-view, the individual level and the group level might not always be consistent. To resolve 
potential conflict, the Chinese apply a concept of ‘face’ (Hwang 1987). Implications of the 
ongoing transformation of values on the Chinese notion of face are discussed next. 
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The Chinese concept of face  
 
The concept of ‘face’ (see e.g. Hu, 1944; Hwang, 1987; Ng, 1998;) emerged significant in 
the present empirical study. According to Zhu (2005) the Chinese the concept of ‘face’ 
combines two separate but related ideas in Chinese social relations. One is mianzi (面子), 
and the other is lian (臉/脸). Both of them are more commonly used in everyday speech 
rather than formal writing. Lian is the confidence of society in a person's moral character, 
while mianzi represents social perceptions of a person's prestige. These concepts differ from 
the Western individualistic concept of face. (Zhu 2005).   
 
According to the group discussions, external appearance traditionally functioned as mask, 
protection against the changing societal demands during each dynasty or regime. Complying 
with the strict rules was considered the safest and the most secure way to survive. In line 
with Ng (2000), the group discussions participants suggested that this type of thinking has 
become deep-rooted with the Chinese, and, consequently, personality and emotions have 
been suppressed up to date. On the other hand, it was suggested that the recent opening-up of 
society has lead to the Western lifestyle becoming an ideal for the Chinese. Consequently, 
following the international trends and aspiring for a middle-class urban lifestyle may have 
become the new norm; new ways of gaining face. 
 
Accordingly, a strict separation between external and internal; societal values and private 
emotions and how they are expressed in the Chinese way of life emerged very clearly in the 
present empirical study. The next sections discuss how this divide has become visible in 
Chinese colour culture, and how different influences interact. 
 
Findings 2: Chinese Colour Culture – Internal and External colours 
 
The present empirical study suggests that in the traditional Chinese colour choice system, 
Confucian principals prevailed. Emphasis was on expressing only the shared, socially 
accepted values and conforming to them, and keeping the inner emotions confined. However, 
it was found that in modern colour culture, individuality and self-expression are increasing in 
importance, especially in the generation born after 1980. 
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Moreover, the present empirical study suggests that, in today’s China, there emerge three, 
major interlinking influences on Colour Culture: 1) Confucian values and traditional 
customs; 2) international, especially Western trends; and 3) the Chinese concept of face. 
Furthermore, the younger generations - ‘the post-80’s generations’ - are incorporating much 
stronger Western influences in their thinking of colours than the older generations. This 
generational divide appeared very significant and was suggested to considerably influence 
future consumption of colours. The external and internal colours and the proposed 
development will be discussed next. 
 
External Colour – Colours as Expressions of Values in Chinese Society 
 
The group discussions revealed the significance of a Chinese concept of ‘five elements’ to 
colour choices. Five elements or Wu Xing (五行) (Zheng 2005:9) represent five substances or 
qualitative matters: metal, water, wood, fire and earth. Later the concept has developed to 
various correlations including time, directions, sounds, tastes and other human senses, 
internal organs, body parts, and colours (Zheng 2005:9, Fairbank 1994:64). The five colours 
of Wu Xing are Green or ‘Azure’ (Wood), Red (Fire), Yellow (Earth), White (Metal) and 
Black (Water) (Zheng 2005:10), visualized in Figure 1. The participants of the group 
discussion held that combination of the five colours has traditionally been considered 
auspicious, and has reflected a ‘hope for good luck and warding off evil’. 
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Figure 1: Five elements and colours of the Wu Xing. 
 
Wu Xing is an extension of an idea in traditional Chinese philosophy where the aim is to 
achieve a balance and harmony between Man and Nature (Zheng 2005:9, 16), and where 
everything correlates to everything else (Fairbank 1994:64, 117). It also has the theory and 
application of ‘mutual generation’ and ‘mutual conquest’. For example, ‘mutual generation’ 
included: ‘Wood generates fire, fire generates earth, earth generates metal, metal generates 
water and water generates wood (see Figure 2).  
 
Consequently, the five colours of Wu Xing constitute the traditional Chinese colours. 
Understanding the meanings invested in these colours requires knowledge of their past uses. 
Interestingly, these colours represent a manifestation of each dynasty in power, which were 
seen to follow each other in a cyclical motion. For example, Xia (2205-1766 BC) was 
conquest by Shang (1523-1027 BC), later overcome by Zhou (1027-221 BC), which was 
defeated by Qin (221 -206 BC), which in turn lost its power to Han (206 BC- 220 AD) (dates 
are approximate, Morton 2004; Zheng 2005). This is called the controlling cycle depicted in 
Figure 3. 
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Figure 2. Mutual generation of Wu Xing 
(five elements).  
 
 
 
Figure 3. Example of controlling cycle of 
five dynasties.
 
The present empirical study suggests an interesting connection between the presented historical 
Chinese colour theory of Wu Xing and contemporary colour culture residing in the issues of 
power and control. For thousands of years the Chinese society has been strictly controlled, and 
during the emperors’ regime even the use of colours was controlled. The royal colours were 
invested specific and rigid meanings and their use by ordinary people was prohibited. Even 
though the Chinese society is now opening up to international influence, these customs were 
found to persist. The Confucian doctrine of conforming to one’s position is visible in colour 
culture, and the older generations continue their habit of, for example, wearing green, red, and 
grey clothing. 
 
As discussed, also the Chinese concept of ‘face’ comes into play here. It was perceived rooted 
in the emphasis on ‘how people see me’. Sometimes colours are used for providing face, and 
sometimes they are used as mask. The traditional colour choice is felt to be safe, providing a 
mask of protection from attention. However, as the significance of international trends 
increases, colours provide a new way of gaining face in the urban community especially. For 
example, wearing colour black is considered safe in every regard in today’s China; black is 
compatible for both business and leisure. Conversely, the inner feeling induced by black is 
somewhat gloomy, and consequently, it might not be an internal colour choice. The next section 
discusses internal colours in more detail. 
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Water 
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Fire  
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4. Qin 
2. Shang  
3. Zhou 
5. Han 
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Internal Colour – Colours as Impressions of Emotions of the Chinese 
 
Lee and Lee (2006) suggest that a certain colour or colour combination will induce an 
emotional response in an individual, that is, his or her personal impression about the colour or 
colour combination. Interestingly, the participants of the group discussion used emotional 
evaluations (Vihma 2004) when they presented their own colours of preference.  
 
The personal colour accounts by the group discussion participants revealed which emotional 
characteristics they invested in colours. These fell into three categories: 1) basic human 
emotions, 2) feelings related to traditional Confucian thinking, and 3) feelings related to the 
contemporary transformation of values in China. 
 
Firstly, certain basic human emotions and colours related to them repeatedly emerged in the 
group discussion. Clearly, the colour for happiness for the Chinese is red. More recently, also 
orange is considered to express happiness. Red was also seen as a colour for excitement, and as 
a colour which could be used to change feeling as it was considered an active colour. Grey was 
seen void of joy of life, but this feeling might be changed by adding some other colour in to the 
grey, such as pink, green or purple. Black was seen to express dark emotions, but it was also 
considered a safe colour, a mask for self-protection in business apparel, for example.  
 
Moreover, emotions connected with traditional Confucian values highlighted harmony. 
Harmony was especially seen to be reflected in different shades of green: green with blue, 
situated in between cool and warm colours, reflecting someone who is simultaneously 
outstanding and introvert; green representing peace and natural; light green being in the middle, 
not too traditional and not too modern; and being close to nature. Stability was suggested to be 
reflected by a light coffee colour which represents the land. 
 
In contrast, when the participants discussed modern Chinese culture, values allowing the 
expression of emotions became visible in an extensive new colour palette. The increasingly 
demanding urban life was seen to be manifested with, on the one hand, a pursuit of power 
expressed with strong red and on the other hand with the desire for leisure, which was felt to be 
expressed by fruity colours, transparent colours, and, for example, olive green and red. Active 
feelings such as passion (purple-red, red and orange) and a will for self-expression (for example 
pink) contrast with calmness and generosity, reflected in a modern shade of dark blue, and 
refreshing colours such as sky-blue and green. Boredom may be prevented with yellow or light 
green, and yellow in general has become more and more popular. Finally, a feeling of elegance 
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connected to the Western middle-class way-of-life seemed to be sought after, and was reflected 
in coffee-colour, reddish-brown, and red. 
 
Findings 3: Emerging Generation Gap - The Post-80’s Generation  
 
Recent research findings suggest that, in China, there is an exceptionally clear generational 
divide between the ‘post-80’s generation’ (Xunanzhe, 2007) and the ‘older generations’ (see 
e.g. Yang, Nan & Jie 2005). Scholarly research has named this young generation ‘y-generation’ 
but, regarding the Chinese, it has also been named ‘S-generation’, ‘single-child generation’, and 
‘me-generation’ (MacEwen et al 2006; Wang 2005). According to the group discussion 
participants, this divide is clearly visible in Chinese colour culture, as well. 
 
Accordingly, the present empirical study suggests that the ‘older generations’ continue their 
habit of following the ‘traditional’ Chinese colour culture. International trends may be of 
significance, but only when they can be adjusted to the traditional thinking. The younger 
generations, especially the post-80’s generation, on the other hand, are facing a much more 
complex choice as to which principles to follow. The particularities of the post-80’s generation 
may be due to these young people mostly having grown up in single-child families (Xuanzhe, 
2007). This has inflicted a ‘4-2-1 syndrome', in which only children are indulged by six 
significant adults. (Wang, Leightman & White, 1998:78). The post-80’s generation’s 
significance is increasing especially in urban China (Lavely, 2001). 
 
Interestingly, the group discussions participants called the post-80’s generation the ‘me-
generation’ as opposed to their parents’ ‘we-generation’, suggesting that this generation is much 
more individualistic than the previous generations. It would seem that for this generation the 
‘external’ and ‘internal’ colours are no longer very distant from each other.  
 
The relative increase in power of girls of the post-80’s generation (Fong 2002) came topical in 
the group discussions, as well. Post-80’s girls seem to have more power than ever before to 
challenge unfavourable gender norms (Fong 2002), which has led to an elevated gender equality 
in education, for example (Tsui & Rich, 2002). Combined with the fact that the male-female 
sex-ratio continues to reflect the traditional preference for sons in China, the societal power of 
girls in short supply becomes further emphasized especially in urban areas (Ding & Hesketh 
2006; Johansson & Nygren 1991). Accordingly, our empirical evidence suggests that this new 
situation has directed post-80’s generation boys wanting to gratify girls of their generation, 
which is detectable also in their choice of colours: post-80’s boys are taking the traditional role 
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of the girls, aiming to please them by choosing for example pink clothes and dyeing their hair 
blonde.  
 
Summary and conclusions 
 
The Western design tradition has implied that colours are only simple design cues acting as 
attention-grabbers or aesthetic features as opposed to providing opportunities for strategic, 
value-based design (Karjalainen, 2007). However, in cross-cultural studies Western scholars 
have realized that connotative meaning of colour may be more important in eastern rather than 
it is in western cultures (Bottomley & Doyle, 2006). Indeed, the findings of the present study 
reveal that for the Chinese, colours are highly significant, because of their value-based and 
emotional nature. Figure 4 summarises the findings of the present empirical study. Here, Colour 
Culture in China is visualized as interplay between individual and group levels, influenced by 
transforming societal values. On an individual level the colour choice is affected on the one 
hand, by the societal pressure to express shared values, and on the other hand by internal 
emotions. On the group level, there exists a divide between the post-80’s generation of single 
children who are more inclined to convey their personality in their colour choice of pink, 
purple, and yellow, for example; and their parents who conform to the traditions of society, with 
green, red and grey being their colours of choice. 
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Figure 4: Colour culture in China  
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To apply Kopacz’ (2004) analogy in our analyses of the Chinese colour culture, the ‘internal 
colour’ choice would be based on conscious colour response, while the ‘external colour’ reflects 
semiconscious response. Furthermore, the post-80’s generation’s colour choice would seem to 
be more conscious than that of their parents. 
 
These findings imply that when designing for the Chinese, one should be aware of firstly, who 
the user of the product is, and secondly, if the product is for personal (internal, emotional) or 
‘public’ (external, values-based) use. Then one needs to consider the influence the generational 
divide may have on the choice of colour, and, consequently, whether traditional Chinese or 
contemporary international values are of larger significance. 
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Appendix 1: Participants of the empirical study. Due to the confidential nature of the data, the 
names of the individuals and organizations participating in the group discussion are not 
disclosed.  
 
Field of Business Title 
Province of 
origin 
Age 
Gender 
(F=female, 
M=male) 
Research institute Chief engineer Jiangsu 62 M 
Paint company Marketing manager Tianjin 33 F 
Paint company Marketing manager Guangdong 33 M 
Paint company 
Regional  sales 
representative 
Shanghai 38 F 
Design company Marketing director  Beijing 39 M 
Design company Technical Director Guizhou 45 F 
Training/Consultancy/ 
Design company General manager 
Beijing 50 M 
Training/Consultancy 
/Design company 
Design manager Beijing 30 F 
Equipment company General manager Jianxi/Anhui 37 M 
Equipment company 
Regional sales and 
marketing manager 
Liaoning 39 F 
Design company Design director Shanghai 27 M 
Design company Chief Designer, painter Jiangxi 33 M 
University Masters student Shaanxi 23 F 
 
